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The role of literature in improving international relations

IRAKLIS MILLAS

During my contacts with authors, translators and literary critics - as a translator of literary
texts myself - | came across with a quite widespread conviction that literature plays a positive
role in improving relations across national boarders. In this short presentation | will try to
demonstrate that the role of literature is quite complex and cannot be abbreviated with simple
aphorisms. | will choose my examples from Greek and Turkish literature.

Literary texts are, apart from any other characterization we can attribute to them, social
products. As such they bear a historical legacy. Within the literary texts one can find the hopes,
the fears, the aspirations, in short, the ideologies and the beliefs of the societies in which these
texts are created and are being accepted. Within this capacity, literature is a reflection of the
society and of a time period. Literary texts not only do they portray the best aspects of a society
but also show the worst parts.

Approaching the phenomenon more closely and in a more specific manner, one can easily
demonstrate that in South-Eastern Europe, especially in the last quarter of the 19t century and
the first half of the 20
th
century, literary texts did present common characteristics but that these “common” traits were
mostly not really positive.

il

They rather jeopardized inter-ethnic harmonious relations and they spread ill feelings for
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neighboring nations. Referring to Greek and Turkish literature with which | am more familiar, it
has been demonstrated that after the appearance of the nationalistic ideology and of the nation
states in the area, literary texts not only were they influenced by this ideology, which in “the
Balkans” expressed an irredentist and aggressive understanding, but in many cases famous
writers used literature itself as a means to propagate nationalism.

[2]

In Greek literature, for example, it is almost impossible to find a positive reference to a Turk
in the literary texts of the 19t and most of 20" century. [3] Actually the image of the “Turk” is
almost always negative. Statistically, three famous and “patriotic” Turkish writers in their texts
presented the Greeks as very negative personalities in a frequency of 98 % (174 negative and
only 3 positive attributes to the “Other”).

[4]

In other words, there is not an intrinsic positive role that can be attributed to literary texts in
building a friendly atmosphere among neighboring nations. Not only prose of any kind -
historical or other kinds of novels and short stories, memoirs, etc. - but also poetry, especially
romantic and patriotic poetry at certain periods played a negative role by strengthening
xenophobic feelings among the peoples of South-Eastern Europe. The political controversies in
the area were accompanied with a kind of literature that suited the dominant ideologies within
the existing ethnic communities. [5] Like the textbooks which are still read and taught in our
countries, these text are not suitable to be translated to the language of the neighboring country
either: it will harm bilateral relations.

Naturally not all literature is like that. As it is with people, there are all kinds of texts. In all
societies there are humane texts, distanced from nationalistic ferment as well as
pseudo-humane texts which still do not reproduce the vulgar negative image of the “Other”.
These literary texts, generally, do not initiate hatred among nations and perceive human beings
not as groups in controversy but close to each other. In a study on Greek and Turkish literature
and on how the “Other” is portrayed, a great variety of this “humane” literature was detected.
The matter is quite intricate and complex. In summary the following “kinds” of texts were
encountered.

1- Religiously oriented texts. In these human beings are portrayed either (a) as “brothers” due to
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a common divine creative source, and where all human beings are included in this brotherhood,
irrespective of their belief, or (b) as “brothers” but covering only the religious people and/or
mostly those of “our” belief. This second category of writers, who are normally strongly attached
to their own religion or sect, perceive the members of other groups as “Others”, actually not very
differently from the way nationalists do. [6]

2- Marxist texts. This group of writers that were numerous in the 20" century did not separate
the characters as “us” and the “Other” on an ethnic basis but on a social class basis. To the
extent that they were sincere in their credo and not in fact crypto-nationalists, they portrayed
positive and/or negative characters on either side of the national borders. Of course there are a
great number of writers who claim to be internationalists and/or Marxists but who in practice
follow the nationalistic understanding of xenophobic approach in matters of the “Other”.
Normally the positive heroes are the oppressed and the negative the oppressors.

[7]

Often the “Other” in the texts of these writers becomes the positive hero since he acts in an
“exemplary” manner.

[8]

3- A third and quite controversial group is composed of writers who do a lip service to
humanistic approach and to anti-nationalistic understanding, but who actually are indirectly
xenophobic and advocates of ethnic strife. There are many variations of this group.

(a) Some profess their liking for the “Other” because they consider the “Other” as ethnically
and/or racially “belonging to us”. In fact these writers approach the “Other” almost in a racist
way: he is good because ethnically he is one of us.

(b) In Turkey a group of writers - here characterized as Anatolianists (Anadolucu) - portray the
“Other” positively, but not because he/she is perceived as a positive “Other”, but because
he/she is seen (and presented) as one of “us” and who actually - like “us” - hates the “Other”.
The same phenomenon is noticed - in smaller scale - in Greek literature too. [9] This
supposedly positive “Other”, who in fact is an assimilated “Other” who thinks, feels and
expresses himself as a fanatical “us” is called “naively positive ‘Other’” in my studies (because
this kind of “positiveness” incorporates a great portion of naiveté).

4- Finally there is real - and simple - humane approach. According to this, human beings do of
course present a great variety and some are “good” and some are “ bad”; but all these are not
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based on ethnic and nationalist basis. This really humane approach is ascending the last
decades. In Turkish literature authors like Sait Faik - and many others - can be mentioned. In
Greek literature as an example Rea Galanani can be mentioned. In texts of this category, not
only the “Other” does not compose nationalist stereotypes, but in most cases the existence of
national and ethnic identity itself is questioned.

It is clear to those familiar with the latest developments in political science that the notion
and the definition of nation itself has changed drastically the last fifty years. The nation is
sometimes defined as an “imagined” entity, an imagined community. The modern humane texts
question the nationalistic paradigm itself. It seems that this direction is the most efficient way to
cope with the nationalistic stereotypes in literary texts

Summarizing the above we may conclude the following:

(a) Literary texts present a great variety in the way the “Other” is perceived and portrayed: this
image of the neighboring nation may be good or bad.

(b) The role of literature in influencing inter-ethnic and international relations varies too: it may
be positive or negative depending on the ideological approach of the creator.

(c) The type of writing does not automatically secure a positive result.

(d) And finally, as a positive and optimistic sign, the last decades, as nationalistic world-view
recedes, more and more authors appropriate a more humane and anti-nationalistic approach.

When the “Balkans” really change to “South-Eastern Europe”, e.g., being closer to the
European Union of the 215t century and more distanced from the Balkans of the 20", then the
views expressed and the texts produced in the area will be less and less nationalistic and more
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and more open to internationalist humane approach where human beings will be portrayed as
individuals and not as agents of stereotyped nations.

'Eva davtaoTtLlko ZuvedpLo

(ATO TOV avtanokpLtr pag HpakAnn MnAAQ)

OL ouyypageiq Kal HETaPPAOTEG TwV Xwpwv Tng NotioavatoAlkng Eupwrng netuxav 6,TL
MoTE OEV UMOPECAV OL TIOALTIKOL KAL OL ETILONHOL AELTOUPYOL QUTWYV TWV XWPWV VA ETILTUXOUV:
avemtuéav eva dLAAOYo CUVEVVONONG, ouvEPYAoiag, KaTavonong, aAANAEYyuUng Kat pLAiag.
KatamAnkTika, ¢pavtaoTtika anoteAeopatal H ouyypagn kal Ta AOYOTEXVLKA KELMEVA
ATIOTEAECQAV YEPUPEG TIOU £EVWOAV TOUG EKTIPOCWTIOUG TWV dLAaPpOpwV Aawv. OL dLAPOPETLKEG
YAWOOEG, LOTOPLEG KAl TIAPAdOOELG TIAPAKANPONKAVY KaL 1N KOLVY| TIavaveipwTilvhn cuveidnon
ETILKPATNOE 0TN cuvavtnon. OAoL avealpeTwg Katadikacav Ta €BVIKIOTIKA T1abn, Toug
(pavaTLOMPOUG, TA OTEPEOTUTIA KAL UPVNOAV TNV ELPNVN KAt TNV adeAPOoouUVn OAWV Twv Aawv,
OAwV Twv €Bvwyv, aAAd ewdkotepa tng NotioavatoAlkng Eupwrng, n oroia 6a mpeneL va
AMOTEAECEL, €iMAV, TIPOTUTIO TIAYKOOULWG.

Auta, pexpL T deutepoloyia Tng kupiag B.Ou., Tng avtinpéowrou Tng Boulyapiag, n
oroia PiAnoe yua to teAeutaio Tng publotopnua. Otav avePpepe, JETAEU AAAWV OTL OTO £PYO
NG MpayuateveTal TNV aveEaptntomnoinon Tng BouAyaplkng dtavonong oTov dEKATO EVATO
atwva aro Tnv nyepovia tg EAANVIKAG ETIOPAONG KAl TOU EAANVLKOU oTOoLXELoU, 0 E.A., 0
EKTIPOOWTIOG TNG EAAGSAG, {NTnoE To AOYO KAl TAUTOXPOVA BLEUKPLVIOELG, AAAA Kal
IPOAABE va et 0TL 0 EAANVIKOG AlapwTLOPOG EEKLVWVTACG artd To dEKATo O6yd00 alwva
PWTLOE Kal BorBnoe 6AoUg Toug AaoUG TNG TIEPLOXNG Kal TipwTa arod 6Aoug Toug BouAyapoug
(XwpLa TL ekave 0 KuptAAog maAatotepa yL autoug!) Kat €ToL umopecav TEAKA va
arotva&ouv tnv BapBapodtnta tng OBwuavikng douAeiag. «lMpemel va oeBovtal oL yeitoveg
Mag tng aAnBela» eire.

O ouyypapeag T.Ou. 1tou avtinpoowrieue TNV Toupkia, {tnoe To AOyo €11L TNG
oLadikaoiag. YrootnplEe 6TL 0 ouvadeApog E.A. EKPPACTNKE PE QVETILTPETITO TPOTIO
PodidovTag TIG TIPOKATAANWELG TIOU TIAvTa Ppepouv oL EAANveEG katd twv ToupKkwv. OL
Toupkol, €LTTE, KAL AUTO €ival YVWOTO O€ O00UG £XOUV HEAETNOEL TNV LOTOPLA OTIWG O 110G,
PEPOHNKAV TIAVTA PE TOV KAAUTEPO TPOTIO 0E OAOUG TOUG AAOUG TNG TIEPLOXNG Kal
e£aopAAloayv Tnv €lprvn Kat Tnv acPaiela. H neploxr) aldatokUuALOTNKE YOVO O6Tav
aroxwpnoav oL ToupkoL ano auta Ta pepn. OL Aaoi Twv BaAkaviwy Ba mpemeL va
avayvwpioouv auTtnyv Tnv peyalowuxia. HON autn n repiodog napouctaletat avayAupa 0To
TEAEUTALO TOU LOTOPLKO publotopnua Otav {ovoaue oav adeApia. Npoobeoe de OTL Bewpel
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TIOAU WPEALUN TNV PETAPpPACN auTou Tou BLRALou o€ OAeg TIC YAwooeG Twv BaAkaviwy yLa
va €0palwbeL n PpLAia Kat yLa va EEMepacTOUV OL TIPOKATAANYELG.

H Poupava P.Ou. ipooniabnoe va pi&el Toug Tovoug. YTIooTrpLEE OTL ) Tapouca
ouvavtnon Olvel 0€ OAOUG ULa JOVAOLKY EUKALPLA VA KAVOUV TNV QUTOKPLTLKY TOUG Kal va
MapadeXToOUV TA LOTOPLKA TOUG AABN. «lpeTeL va EEMEPACOUNE», TOVLOE «Ta €OVIKA
oTepeOTUTA. Elval TToAU AoyLko va £xouv yivel Aabn oto rtapeABov.» (Katt apxloe va Aeel
yla nyepoveg otnv MoAdoBAayia kat ¢popoAdynon tTwv OBwuavwy, aAAd aAla&e Bepa otav
aKoUOoTNKav pwveg dlapaptupiag arnod toug kupioug E.A kat T. Ou.) «['t auto» eine «Ba
npetel kaw N EAAAda kat n Toupkia va dexBouv oplopeva yeyovota Kat va rmaucouv va
rnapouctafovtal wg oL CWTHPEG TNG TEPLOXNG». Ooo yla Tn BouAyapia, urtevBuuloe OTL Kat
QUTH KATIOTE £KAVE OVELPA YLaA JLa «uEYAANn BouAyapia» Kat 6TL akdpa KAl OAPEPA 0Th Xwpa
AUTH OPLOMPEVOL BAETIOUV TETOLA OVELPQ, TA OTIOLA OPWG €ival EPLAATEG VLA TLG YELTOVLKEG
XWPEG Kal €OLKA yLa Toug Makedoveg.

2Tnv aiBouoa £ylve aloOnTn pla Tapaxn Kat akouoTnkav dLapapTupileg: «Ia Toug
2koritavoug!, Nna toug Zkoravoug!». AANAoL pwva&av «Makevtov! Makevtov!». O B.Ou. eine
OTL UTIApXEL £va £6vog Kal dUO KPpATn evw AAAOL EAEYAV «BUO KPATN KAl OUo £6vn». KArmoLog
Ppwva&ge otnv Kupia P.Ou. «eoU yLati Oev KAVELG QUTOKPLTLKN;» Kaveig dev KaTtaAaBe TL
AKPLBWG cuveRn KAl HEULAG aveRNKE TO BEPUOPETPO.

Eutuxwg mou n avtinpoocwtog tng Booviag n kupia B.O. miripe 1o AOYO KaL N TAEN
enavnABe Kabwg Eekivnoe va OJLAEL PJE £va TIOAU YUXPALPO KAl XapnAo tovo . H kupla eirne
OTL 6a PIANOEL WG ETILOTHPOVAG KAl WG EBLKOG ETIEWDN TUYXAVEL va €ival YuxoAdyog. «IMpwta
OuUYXaipw TOUG TIAVTEG TIoU ONAWVOUV aTepLppacTa Thv avtiBeon Toug oTov EBVIKIONO O
OTI0L0G TOOA KAKA EXEL TIPOEEVHOEL OTNV TIEPLOXT MAG, OTO OTILTL pag. Epelg edw amoteAoupe
MLa opdada Tou TPowBEL Tn cudTtivola Kal Tny €€aipetn eTkowvwvia JETAEU Twv €BvwV NG
nepLoXnG. ©a neeAa pe Tnv eukatpia va Toviow oTL o K. T.Ou. £XEL diklo 6Tav YiAnoe yla
OTEPEOTUTIA KATA TNG MOUCOUANAVLKNG Toupkiag. Ovtwg n Auon YEVIKA TPEPEL ApVNTLKA
alonuata Kkata Twv MouocouApavwy Kal auto, OTwe EEPETE, PAVNKE TIPOCPATA OTA
yeyovota 1ou Biwoe n Boovia...»

ANAaG dev umdpeoe va ouvexioel. Tn dlekowe 0 ZEPPOG KPLTLKOG AoyoTeyviag Kuplog 2.E. o
OTI0L0G ATto TNV B€0N TOU 0TV APLOTEPY TIAEUPA TNG aibouoag pwvate. «Ma TL yag Aete!
‘Htav ot XpLotiavoli rou pag Boupapdioav yia va urtooctnpi&ouv toug MoucouAudvoug
Boovioug, Toug AABavoug TPOUOKPATEG. AUTO UTIopPEL va oag To emipepaltwoel kat o AABavog
ouvadeA@og pag K. A.A. O XpLoTLAVLIKOG KOOHOG OTPAPNKE EVAVTLOV PAG ETIELDN TO JOVO TIoOU
TOUug eVOLAPEPEL €ival Ta €BvIKA Toug oupgpepovTa. Kal ot Aotrol ouvadeA@ol edw peca va
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MMV TIpOCTIooUVTAL OTL OV KataAapaivouv TL evvow!».

O AABavog ouvadeApog K. A.A. Opwg OxL Jovo dev emBepaiwoe ta Aoyla tou K. B.O. aAla
BuuwPEVA KAl KOUVWVTAG TA XEPLA TOU dlapapTupnonke. OAoL oxeddv apxloav va pwvaiouv.
Edwvav tnv evtunwon OTL OAoL \Tav KaTa Twv raviwy. Otav YeTA YLoT Kat AoV wpa o
npoedpeuwy K. Ayav Kageg amno tn pakpLvr) AVTApKTIKA €V UTIOPECE va MBAAAEL ThV TAEN
OLEKOWE TNV cuveEDdPLA KAl KAAECE TOUG TIAPEUPLOKOPEVOUG VA TIAPOUV KAPE KAl AVAWPUKTLKA
OTO pouayle. AUTO TO ETIETUXE PE TA TIOAU EKPPACTLKA TOU VONUATA ETIELDN 1 PWVI) TOU OEV
aKouoTav.

210 OLAAELUPA TIPOOPEPONKE KAPES, TIOPTOKAAADA, PTILOKOTA, KELK. Alapoppwenkav
apPKETA TiNyadakta. Auo edwv. Oplopyeva anoteAouvtayv ano AToua 1ou CUPPWVoUcav
peTa&u toug. lN.x. o€ eva Bpebnkav padi ot kuptot B.O., B.Ou., kat P.Ou kat oplopevol
akpoateq. H oulntnon toug ntav {wnpr aAAa eEeAixXOnke puoloAoyLlkd. Aev UTIOPOUNE va
ToupE TO 1dLo yla Tnv napea twv 2.E., EA., T.Ou., M.A., (kat akpoateg). To TL eirav dev 10
Eepoupe €TELdn YiAnoav 6AoL padi. Navtwg Ba MPETEL va €iXE KATIOLA £VTAON EMELDN, TIEPA
arod TIg dUVATEG PWVEG ELOANE VA TIEPTOUV TIOTHPLA, KELK KAl AAAQ QVTIKELPMEVA XAPW KAl
OPLOMPEVOL VA OTIEUDOUV OTNV TOUAAETA YyLa va KaBapioouv Ta evAUNATA KAl Ta MPocwTa
TOUG aTto TOUG KaPeEDEG Kal TLG TIOPTOKAAADEG. To AUTINPO YEYOVOG CUVERN UE KATIOLO
EAAnva akpoath. Evag nALKLWUEVOG KUPLOG HETAPEPONKE E0TIEUCUEVA £EW ETIELDN ETIECE
XAUW Kat £Xace TG alobnoelg tou. Oplohevol apyoTepa eirav OTL £XA0E TNV LOOPPEOTILA TOU
Kabwg BEANcE va KAWTONOEL KATL (1) KATIoLoV), YALOTPNOE KAl XTUTINOE TO KEPAAL TOU OTO
MappapLlvo rmatwpua. AAOL irtav OTL MPWTA TNV TIOPELA TNG OUCHTNONG CUYXUOONKE, £Xa0E
TIG ALOONOELG TOU KAl JETA £TIECE XAUW. MNavtwg otav tov eRyalav onkwTto €Ew KATL
WLBupLle. Mou pavnke OTL AKOUCA ACUVAPTNTEG AEEELG XWPLG KAPia ouvoxT): PLAOTLUO,
natpida, Kivdouvog, £€6vog, Ee@Tila, LoTopia, KABapua, VEKPOL, EUELG, €0€LG ... TO YEYOVOG
Aumnoe Befata Toug TAVTEG.

To ouvedplo pag 6a cuveXLOoTEL aupLlo. Oa 0ag EVNUEPWOW YLa TLG EEAIEELG TO CUVTOUOTEPO
ouvartov.

HpakAng MnAAag.

2nueiwon tou ocuvtakTn: O ouvepyatng pag H. MnAAag dev unopece va pag oTELAEL TO
KELMEVO TOU OXETLKA PE TNV OEUTEPN HEPA TOU OUVAPTIACTLKOU OUVEDPLOU AOYW EVOQ
atuxnuatog. NoonAeueTtal 0TO VOOOKOWELO YE EAAPPA TPAUUATA OTO TIPOCWTIO.
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Ayarninte Apn

20U OTEAVW TO «OLynua» TIoU Jou {NTNnoeg. ZnTw CUYYVWHN yla TNV JEYAAN Kabuotepnon.
To €ixa Kalpo TpLv ETOLWO AAAA OEV UTIOPOUCA VA AToPpaciow av TIPETIEL va TO OTEIAW N OXL,
elval Kamnwg KUvLko!

MoTteuw Kal euxopat 0tL Ba pag dobel n eukatpia va Ta rouue Eava, cuvToua Kat arno Kovta.

Xdapnka yla tTnv YVwpLPia Kat EuXaplotw yla tnv gLlhogevia

OLALKG

HpakAng MnAAag

[1] We speak of “South-Eastern Europe” and not of “the Balkans” because of the negative
connotation the word “Balkans” bears. The Balkans are notorious of the ethnic and nationalistic
strife. The literature of the Balkan countries is not immune of these nationalistic understandings
and feelings.
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[2] A detailed account of these phenomena can be found in my studies. See for example:

(A) Tiirk Romani ve ‘Oteki’, Ulusal Kimlikte Yunan imaji, Sabanci Universitesi, istanbul, 2000

(B) Etkoveg EAAnvwy kat Toupkwv, ZxoAika BiBAia, lotopioypapia, Noyotexvia kat EOvika
2Tepeotuna, AAetavodela, ABrva, 2001 (Asutepn Ekdoon 2002)

(C) ‘The Image of Greeks in Turkish Literature: Fiction and Memoirs’, in Oil on Fire?, Verlag
Hahnsche Buchhandlung, Hannover, 1996

(D) ‘Les Romans, Les Femmes et Les Relations Greco-Turques’, Olusum/Genese, Nancy,
5/1999, No. 60-61 (In French and Turkish).

[3] Writers like G. Viziinos and I. Venezis are rare exceptions.

[4] See: H. Millas ‘The Image of Greeks in Turkish Literature: Fiction and Memoirs’, in Oil on
Fire ?,

Verlag Hahnsche Buchhandlung, Hannover, 1996

[5] | was a small boy in Istanbul, of course many years ago, when | first heard the word
“Balcanic”. A cake (a pastry) that | liked very much had this name. It was rolled and long, and it
was cut in pieces like salami. In cross sections you could see that in was composed of different
parts, of different colours and constituents: chocolate, bitter and milk chocolate, whipped cream,
custard cream of other colours etc. All these were kept clearly separate from each other by rolls
of dough. The impression that | have from the literature of the Balkans is mostly of this sort:
national narratives, mostly in opposition, events presented as black and white - white in one
country and black in the other - sealed in national borders and exalted within each ethnic
community.
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[6] The Greek author Ph. Kontoglou (1896-1965) and the Turkish authors Semiha Ayverdi
(1903-1993) are examples of the first kind. Necip Fazil Kisaklrek (1905-1983) and Ismail
Hekimoglu (1932-) are two examples of the second case.

[7] M. Lountemis (1912-1976) and D. Sotiriou (1911-) on the Greek side and Sabahattin Ali
(1907-1948) and Orhan Kemal (1914-1970) on the Turkish side are classical examples.

[8] Inthe early novels of Orhan Kemal and in the short stories of Sabahattin Ali for example
some Greek characters are shown as pioneers in a class struggle or as industrious positive
citizens.

[9] In Greek literature the case of Viziinos and his novelette “Moskoph Selim” is typcal. This
Turk - Selim - is a positive personality because in fact he repeats the political and ideological
views of the Greeks, he does not like the Turks and he admires the Christians. The same
understanding - of course the roles being the mirror image of Moskoph Selim - is found in
Turkish literature in the group named as Anatolianists, the texts of Halikarnas Balikgisi and
Kemal Tahir being the best known expression of this understanding.
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